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This is not about
knights and dames,
nor is it about jazz
musicians, such as
Duke Ellington or
Court Basie. Rather,
it is about a most
important issue in
science, which is the
difficult task of
choosing titles for
seminars, lectures,
scientific papers, books and even the
titles of the journals themselves.
Today, we all have to compete for
readers and listeners, and in the
current ruthlessly competitive
market conditions, a boring title will
not be much help.
Once upon a time, everything
was simpler. Journals had
straightforward names like the
Journal of Physiology or the
Biochemical Journal. Notice that these
journals are British: their founders
saw no need to add a national
descriptor, having got in first. There
are similar journals in other
countries; in the USA, for example,
we have the American Journal of
Human Genetics. An interesting
question is whether “American”
journals were named out of national
pride, or to get the journals to the top
of any alphabetical listings, where
they would be more visible. Not
quite to the top, of course, but there
could hardly be much competition
from Albania, which is not renowned
for its scientific research. In
Germany, many of the early journals
were called after their founders, who
personally owned the journal:
Hoppe-Seyler, Roux, Virchow and
Liebig had their Zeitschrifts, Arkivs
and Annalen. Those were also the
days when one wrote papers with
straightforward titles, often
numbered (in Latin, of course) in
series; so we published Biochemical
Detoxification CCLXII and
Chymotrypsin Inhibitors DCIX.
All of this changed quite
suddenly in the early sixties. A new
style of writing emerged, which I will
call the Massachusetts Declarative
because it began in Cambridge,
Mass. Its origin, I believe, can be
traced to Jim Watson’s book The
Molecular Biology of the Gene. No
longer did one write “Experimental
evidence for the role of the ribosome
in protein synthesis”, but rather
“The ribosome is the seat of protein
synthesis”. The cringing style of
writing that gave us “The evidence
of the present findings does not lend
support to the conclusion of
Spiegelberg et al. that DNA is
replicated in the Golgi apparatus”
has gone; today, we can say
“Spiegelberg et al. are wrong”. I find
that being able to refer to myself as
“I” rather than as “the present
author” is a welcome liberation (and
I can’t understand people who prefer
to follow the Queen and call
themselves “we”), even if the rather
heavy multiple authorship of most
papers precludes its common use. 
The same movement produced
better titles for journals. Ben Lewin
started Cell — 100 years ago it would
have been called Benjamin Lewin’s
Zeitschrift für Zell Biologie — and with
it a new style of publishing papers.
One can think of other snappy four
letter word titles for journals in
fields such as reproductive biology
or excretory physiology and Junk
would be a good title for a new
journal of genomics. 
Incidentally, I note that Cell has
budded again to produce another
offspring with the cumbersome title
of Molecular Cell. I am sorry that the
Editor did not take my advice at the
original fission event to call the
daughters Hard Cell and Soft Cell.
The former would be the ideal
vehicle for molecular biology while
subjects like immunology and
neurobiology could go into the latter
and move up as they improved.
Most papers still have
straightforward titles but there is a
tendency for them to be quite long.
Perhaps these are designed to impart
most of the information of the paper
to the busy readers who do not even
have enough time to read the
abstract. Jokey titles may be found in
abundance in the sections of journals
devoted to news and views, mini-
reviews and other items for one to
peruse. The names of Drosophila
genes (but not those in C. elegans
where we cleverly forestalled the
joke merchants by calling nearly all
the mutants unc) and the
abbreviations of signal transduction
components lend themselves to
titular abuses such as “A scute as
achaete” and “X-static regulation”. I
once suggested to my colleagues in
the chromatin field that the subunit
should be called a karyon, preparing
the way for a commentary entitled
“Eukaryon screwing”. 
There is now considerable
striving for jocularity in seminar
titles, so much so that the subject
matter is often quite mysterious. I
invented a title that could be used in
different permutations on many
different occasions. The canonical
form was: “Simple Thoughts on
Complex Genomes” but one could
also have “Complex Thoughts on
Simple Genomes” and two other
variants as well.
I tend to delay sending a title for
as long as possible and once, when
pressed for titles of my general
lectures on a visit to India, I thought
of offering two: one in the field of
astronomy called “The Black Hole of
Calcutta” and another in the field of
Literature called “Lady Chatterjee’s
Lover”. In the end, my courage
failed me and I sent a boring title
like “Genetic Analysis of Complex
Systems I and II”.
Titles are an area neglected by
those who study the history and
sociology of science and I hope that
my remarks will stimulate the growth
of an important new research field.
Unfortunately, I can’t yet think of a
title for it.
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